Particularly important is Gil'adi's assessment of the development of Islamic views of childhood and their relation to Hellenistic thinking. The specific problems of childhood were much discussed by Greek authors of classical and late antiquity, and through Arabic translations their formulations became known to Muslim, Christian, and Jewish philosophers and physicians in the medieval Islamic world. As this material became more widely available, especially through the circulation of pedagogical, ethical, and paediatric texts, it was modified and developed in accordance with the concerns and needs of a deeply religious society. Questions of infant selection, for example, were entirely excluded from medieval Middle Eastern gynaecological and paediatric writings, though such matters had routinely been discussed in antiquity, and paediatrics in general was a field far more specialized and developed in Islamic times than it had been earlier. As the examples of al-Ghazahr and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziya demonstrate, the spread of Greek ideas to religious scholars subjected these ideas to modification and development in light of new social and religious concerns.
The author frequently stresses the problems involved in seeking to describe social realities on the basis of texts which are essentially prescriptive in nature, but reservations of precisely this kind may be raised concerning a few of his arguments. 1) Child mortality in the Black Death and later plague epidemics is cited as the primary reason for the sudden proliferation of consolation treatises for bereaved parents in the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries (p. 86), but the explanation may in fact not be so simple. The plague had been as grave a problem in the sixth to eighth centuries as it was to be later, but while plague stories contributed to the general consolation treatises of the ninth century, they certainly did not dominate them and cannot be regarded as a primary factor in their compilation. In fact, there were numerous diseases (e.g. smallpox and dysentery) which must have been leading killers of children throughout the medieval period, but which did not receive as much attention in the sources as the plague did. On the other hand, the emergence of what amount to specialized sub-genres is a prominent feature in Arabic literature generally in the Mamluk period, and the parental bereavement texts may simply be yet another illustration of this process. 2) In Gil'adi's attempted reconstruction of "the whole narration" of the story of Abu Talha and Umm Sulaym from "its various partial versions" (pp. 95-7), he seems to assume that a reconstruction containing as many details as possible bears some superior validity in terms of historical truth. It is likely, however, that many details simply represent late arbitrary additions introduced to resolve questions which shorter earlier versions had not addressed. And as the aim of the story was entirely didactic (i.e. to promote steadfastness among bereaved parents, p. 78), the possibility of a complete fiction is not to be ruled out. Such a fiction would still, however, illustrate the reality of high mortality among children, otherwise the tale would be pointless. 3) In considering the discussion of infanticide in sources post-dating the Qur'an (pp. 105-15), Gil'adi concedes that these materials "sometimes mirror the image of the Jahiliyya in medieval Islam no less, possibly more, than they do historical reality" (p. 105), but suggests that infanticide may in fact have been practised at the time these sources were being compiled. Here again, however, a recurrent pattern of later writers who "know" things of which their predecessors are entirely unaware is suspicious.
Gil'adi rightly observes (p. x) that many sources which could contribute to his subject remain untouched, so it is perhaps appropriate to suggest some fruitful directions for pursuit of these materials. Arabic poetry is certainly one of the most neglected areas, but is incredibly rich in insights on childhood and family history. Most of the major compendia of beiles-lettres (adab) contain valuable data, and some bear special chapters relevant to the subject. The Majma' al-lugha al-'arab-ya bi-Dimashq, 1936 /1976 .
The high cost of Childrenz of Islam may limit its availability, and that would be unfortunate. Apart from its own important contribution to our knowledge, it suggests numerous useful directions for future investigation and fully achieves its author's aim of providing a starting point for further research.
Lawrence I. Conrad, Wellcome Institute
